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Every little boy who sat watching his red and white bobber float undisturbed has dreamed of catching a whale. As we grow older our dreams become a bit more realistic, but many of us still dream of catching a monster chinook salmon - one we can proudly hang on the rec. room wall. The dream can come true if  you carefully plan where and when to target your trophy.  Making the dream come true will require a good bit of time and money, but for the truly committed trophy hunter, the reward is worth almost any price. If you share the dream, here are my three top picks for connecting with a fifty plus pound chinook.  Each of the following destinations offers the persistent angler a better than even money chance of hooking, and perhaps even landing, the fish we all dream of.

Alaska's Kenai River

The Kenai  is undoubtedly the nation's top producer of monster class chinook salmon. Every year Kenai sports anglers land approximately 16,000  chinook during the months of June and July. Kenai chinook come in two waves.  The early run starts in late May and builds until late June. The second wave of fish enters the river in mid July and peaks near the end of the month. The Kenai's early run fish  usually average a bit smaller than the late run. Nonetheless, the current Kenai River record chinook, a gargantuan 97.4 pounder was an early run fish.

Because of its world wide fame and its proximity to Anchorage, the Kenai is anything but a wilderness experience. More than 400 guides are licensed to fish the Kenai. On a late July day it seems as if they are all fishing the same run as you.  In addition, hundreds of local anglers jockey for position in the popular runs. This is no place for a beginner to bring the family dingy.

A guide is a must for those new to the Kenai. Top guides know the river intimately, and they use the river grapevine to keep up on what's hot and what's not. Most guides take four guests to a boat for either half day or full day trips. Full day charters typically cost approximately $175 per person. I don't recommend the half day trips. Nothing is more frustrating than fishing all morning without a fish, only to see a major bite building just as your half day is up.

In spite of its fame, the Kenai seldom provides red-hot action. Good guides typically hook two to five fish per day, per boat. But, oh, what fish. The average size Kenai River chinook will  push forty pounds. Almost everyday a few sixty pound fish are landed and occasionally a seventy or eighty pounder fulfills some lucky angler's dreams. Biologists doing river samples in the upper spawning grounds have found carcasses of fish they estimated to weigh more than one hundred pounds!

Don't even think about fishing from the shore on the Kenai. Your odds of hooking a chinook from the beach are slim.  The odds of landing a Kenai chinook from the beach are near zero. When a sixty-pound chinook turns sideways in the rapid current of the Kenai, all a bank angler can do is watch helplessly as the fish takes all their line before  breaking off.

If you spend the time and money to travel to the Kenai, allow yourself at least three full days of fishing. With a good guide and a little luck, sometime in that three days you will hook into a fifty plus pound chinook. C

onsider staying an extra day or two to fish halibut at nearby Deep Creek or Homer. Many guides offer combination halibut chinook trips.

Planning a Trip 

June and July are the best months to try for a trophy. The chinook season usually closes on August 1st. If the run is exceptionally strong ,the season may be extended through the first week of August. Book at least six months in advance. Motels, airlines and rental car agencies in Kenai are fully booked months in advance. Many of the top guides are booked a full year ahead. All guides provide appropriate gear for their style of fishing. My favorite Kenai River guide is Greg Brush (907) 262-6169. Call the Kenai River Guides Association (907) 262-2388  for a list of other guides.

Rivers Inlet, British Columbia

Rivers Inlet is a long fiord-like inlet that pierces the B.C. coast just north of  Vancouver Island.  Near the head of the narrow inlet three large rivers, the Chuckwalla, the Kilbella and the Wannock disgorge from wilderness mountain valleys. Each of these rivers hosts strong runs of trophy class chinook. Every summer chinook bound for these three rivers,  tarry near the head of Rivers Inlet waiting for nature's signal to begin their freshwater journey.  For six weeks in late July and early August sports anglers work the calm waters at the head of the Inlet for a shot at a once-in-a-lifetime chinook.

This is not a destination to choose if you are looking for nonstop action. On a good day you may hook as many as three fish. On a slow day perhaps only one in five anglers will have a strike. But when a fresh run is on the bite, dozens of anglers can fulfill their dreams in a single day. Last year on a particularly good day last July, guests  at King Salmon Resort landed nine Tyees, (The Canadian term for any chinook weighing more than thirty pounds.).  Rivers Inlet chinook typically range from thirty-five to seventy pounds. Almost every year some lucky angler lands a fish that exceeds  seventy pounds. 

Rivers Inlet fish are world renowned for their strength and stamina. A local rule of thumb has it that it takes one minute of battle for every pound the chinook weighs. There have been some notable exceptions. More than one Rivers Inlet angler has hooked monster at dusk and fought the fish all night long. before boating or losing the fish of a lifetime.

The favorite technique for fishing chinook at River's Inlet is to slow-troll a plug-cut herring near the surface. The huge influx of  river water at the head of the inlet creates a layer of fresh water  that rests  on top

 of the salt water. Chinook are found in the fresh water within fifteen feet of the surface. Typical terminal gear consists of a three to four ounce sinker and an eight to ten foot leader with a dual hook rig to hold a wh

ole or cut-plug herring.

The protected water of Rivers Inlet assure that you will fish free of rough water and strong tide rips. Almost any boat that floats is adequate for these placid waters. Unfortunately, the remoteness of the area dictates t

hat you must stay at one of the resorts that dot the head of the inlet. There are almost no services available to support those who venture to the Inlet on their own.

Planning a Trip

A half dozen lodges fish the waters of Rivers Inlet. Most are located near the head of the inlet where the fishing is best.  Prime time for trophy fish is late July through August. Most lodges offer three day of four day trips. To give yourself the best possible shot at a trophy book a four-day trip. If time and money allow, come for seven days.

Most lodges offer your choice of guided or unguided packages. I recommend using a guide for the first day or two. After that, you should have learned the hot spots and techniques well enough to try it on your own.

My favorite lodge at Rivers Inlet is King Salmon Resort 1-800- 663-7090. For a complete list of all Rivers Inlet lodges call the Vancouver Island Tourism Association at (604) 382-3551

The Skeena River

British Columbia's Skeena River is one of the largest rivers in North America and it hosts huge runs of all five species of Pacific salmon. Enormous chinook bound for a score of major tributaries, like the Kalum, Kispiox, Copper and Babine  pass through the city limits of Terrace, British Columbia annually. Yet, the Skeena remains a poorly kept secret within the fishing community. Local anglers are not eager to let the world in on their secret and  only a few lodges serve the region.

I doubt that any other river in North America hosts more trophy class chinook than the Skeena, nor does any other river offer so many options to the angler who has their sights set on bagging a trophy.  Local anglers often  fish chinook from the river bank  within the city limits Terrace. The bank anglers, or plunkers as the locals call them, use a pyramid sinker attached to a three-way swivel. Terminal gear consists of a large winged bobbers, with a golf ball sized glob of salmon eggs attached. Plunkers use heavy rods spooled with thirty to forty-pound test monofilament. They brace their rod in the rocks and wait for a strike. When a fresh wave of chinook pushes through, shore side anglers hook, and sometimes land, chinook ranging to 80 pounds. The biggest fish usually win in a battle with a plunker. 

More serious anglers fish from large boats, either in a hog  line or exploring on their own. A hog line is simply a string of boats anchored gunnel to gunnel across a prime piece of river. A major hog line usually forms where the Kalum River enters the Skeena. Boat anglers also favor large winged bobbers combined with cured salmon eggs. Magnum Wiggle Warts and Kwikfish plugs are used by many anglers. Favorite colors are red, silver and orange. Those who don't care to fish in a crowd work the deep holding slots in the main channel and near the mouths of  major tributaries. 

As with all trophy fisheries, you cannot reasonably expect to hook high numbers of fish, even in prime time. When the run is strong, top rods such as Noel Gyger of  Northwest Fishing Guides, can usually hook several fish a day. When things get slow, a fish a day is a more reasonable expectation. But the enormous size of Skeena River chinook makes every hook up a thrill. The average Skeena River chinook is in the forty-pound range. Fifty pound fish are common. It takes a seventy plus pounder  to get you any real attention at the scales. The river record is an astounding 92 pounds.

Planning a Trip

Chinook are present in the Skeena in fishable numbers from May to September. But prime time for the biggest fish is late July and early August. Chinook fishing on the Skeena usually closes on August 6 th.

First time visitors to the Skeena should plan on booking a guide for at least a day or two. If you aren't experienced in operating a boat on a strong, fast river, don't even think about bringing your boat to the Skeena. I recommend Northwest Fishing Guides (250) 635-2568 or E-mail: noel@noelgyger.ca  For help in finding accommodations or local guides call North by Northwest Tourism Association (604) 847-7585, or Terrace Tourist Information Center (604) 635-2063.

Terrace is a small but modern city served by many motels and restaurants. If you plan to drive to Terrace, give yourself 18 hours from the U.S. border. Terrace is served with daily jet service from Vancouver International Airport.

No matter which of the above destinations you choose, you will have a 

better than even chance of fulfilling every angler's dream - a chinook 

salmon weighing more than fifty pounds. Choose the location that best 

fits your style of fishing and give it a try. Too many of our dreams never come 

true. This one can, if you are willing to spend the time and money to 

visit one of the above trophy chinook destinations.

